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The status in Virginia in 1956 of Dermocystidium marinum 
the fungus disease of oysters J./ 
Jay D, Andrews 
Virginia. Fisheries Laboratory, Gloucester Point 
12. December 1956
She years of records show that oysters in trays at Gloucester 
Point have a,. high death t'ate during the warm season, but a very low 
rate during the cold months. Tbere are annual variations in the num­
ber of deaths but the seasonal pattern is consistent. 
In our trays about 9 of each 10 summer deaths weTe caused by 
the fungus pa1:asite Dermocystidium. This fungus kills large oysters 
but causes little damage to oysteTs under two years of age. Regardless 
of size, seed oysters brought from areas wheTe the fungus is absent 
usually have a low death rate until their second summer in waters in­
fested with the fungu.s, 
By comparing the number and intensity of infections in live 
oysters, we estimate tha.t losses from the fungus on natut'al grounds a-re 
similar in magnitude to those in trays. On natural beds, predation by 
screwborers, smothering, injury and other factors add to the deaths 
caused by the fungus. 
In terms of survival of oysters, 1956 has been the beet year since 
1950. We believe that heavy summer losses of oysters are associated 
with high temperatures, Cool summers and cold winters appear to retard 
the activity of the fungus. Examination of long-term weather records 
reveals that the summers of 1951 to 1955 were warmer than the normal 
for Chesapeake Bay and until 1954-55 the winters were mild. A brief 
description of air temperatures and deaths of oysters for each year follows: 
1950 Summer temperatures were much lower than nol'mal 
following the third warmest winter on record; records 
of deaths of oysters were inadequate to estimate losses. 
1951 Summer temperatures wet'e a little higher than normal 
following a winter averaging 2° F. above normali; about 
1 /5 (20%) of the oysters in trays died from June to 
October. 
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1952 The early summer was hot but later it was cool; the 
preceding winter. averaging 4° F above normal. was 
unseasonably warm; nearly 1/4 (ZS%) of the oysters 
in trays died. 
1953 A hot, dry summer :followed a warm winter (4. 5° F 
above normal); a moderately bad year for survival 
of oysters: approximately 60 per cent of the oysters 
were infected as early as August and about 1/3 (30%) 
of the tray oysters died. 
1954 A warm summer and warm fall followed the eighth 
warmest win.tar on record; a very bad year with more 
than 80 per cent of the oysters infected from August 
to November and over l /2 (50%) of the oysters in trays 
died, 
1955 A hot summe-r but preceded by the coldest winter since 
1948; a model'ately bad year with about 70 per cent of 
oystel's infected and about 1 /3 (30%) of tray oysters died. 
1956 A cooler than normal summer after a relatively cold 
winter (December 1955 and January 1956 well below 
normal but February wall above): a good year, probably 
better than average, for survival of oysters·: about 50.; 
per cent were infected and this level was reached late in 
the warm season; less than 1 /5 (20%) of the tray oysters 
died. 
It is almost certain that the fungus cannot be eliminated from 
Chesapeake Bay and there is little hope of treating oysters for the disease. 
The beet advice we can give is that oystermen should learn where the 
fungus occurs and what it does to oysters and thereafter avoid its effects 
as much as possible. The fungus occurs primarily in the lower half of 
the Bay; the upper limits include the lower Potomac River, mouth of the 
Patuxent River, Tangier Sound, Towles Point in the Rappahannock River, 
the York River to Be11 1 s Rock and the James River to Brown Shoals. The 
fu:ng-us -may occur above these points but seldom does much damage in 
fringe areas. In infested areas, oysters should be kept no longer than 
necessary to reach marketable size. After oysters have reached two 
years of age or after their first summer in an infested area, ZO to ZS 
.. 3 .. 
out of every 100 bushels of oysters on the grounds can be expected to 
die each year. If in the n.ext f,ew years the weather is cooler or nearer 
normal than in the past six years, losses from Del'mocystidiu.m will 
probably be less. 
The fungus was again absent from the Seaside of the Eastern 
Shore and Chincoteague Bay in 1956. Condition.a in these al'eas seem 
favorable for the fungu.9 and Seaside oysters moved to Gloucester Point 
had a. death rate in 1956 of 40 per cent which is twice that for natives. 
Oystermen should avoid introducing infected oysters into Seaside waters. 
South Carolina seed oysters continue to show greater resistance 
to the fungu.s ths.n native oysters but they are susceptible to winter mor­
talities of unknown cau;ne, fo Chesapeake Bay., South Carolina oysters 
should be used with caution until more is known about them, 
Two tables gi,.,ing data on Dermocystidium are appended for the 
information of scientists and others. 
\ 
Location 
James River Seed P. rea 
Brown Shoal 
-:/{ reek Shoal 
Hampton Roads 
Darling's Watchhouse 
Hazelwood H. R. 42 
C. I. I
M&R
Bagnell 
York River 
Tillage (Glo. Pt.) 
Table l. The occurrence of the fungus Dermocysti.dium 
in live oysters of the Chesapeake Bay area, 19Sr-
Date l Number Intensities of ir>..fedions by percentages 
i 
(1956} 
22 Sep 
Z2 Sep 
l Jun 
5 Jul 
Z Aug 
5 Sep 
1 Oct 
31 Oct 
3 Dec 
18 bet 
18 Oct 
18 Oct 
24 Oct 
31 May 
2 Jul 
31 Jul 
5 Sep 
Z Oct 
Z9 Oct 
3 Dec 
I 
! 
I 
I 
i 
I 
I 
I 
i 
l 
I 
I 
l 
! 
i ' 
I 
I 
I 
I 
l 
tested Heavy 
25 4 
25 I 
I 
I 
25 I 
25 
25 
25 
2.5 
25 
25 i 4 
25 I 8 25 
25 I 
25 4 
ZS 
25 
ZS 
25 
25 4 
25 4 
25 
Moderate Light Negative 
4 8 84 
4 96 
100 
4 20 76 
4 zo 76 
20 16 64 
16 24 60 
8 ]2 60 
16 lZ 68 
16 20 56 
4 8 88 
100 
20 64 12 
100 
4 4 92 
4 12. 84 
24 44 32 
24 32 40 
4 32 60 
12 40 48 
Weighted 
incidence* 
0.40 
o.o4
o.oo
0.32
0.32
o. 76
0.12
o.56
o. 80
1'. 08 
0.20 
o.oo
1.44 
o.oo
0.16
o.24
1.16
1.24
o.64
o .. 76
' 
Table l contd 
Rappahannock River 
Hoghouse Bar 31 May 25 100 o.oo
2 Jul 25 lZ 88 o. 12
27 Jul 25 4 8 88 o. 20
30 Aug 25 4 16 lZ 68 o. 80
2 Oct 25 12. 16 72 o.sz
31 Oct 25 8 28 64 o.s2
3 Dec 25 8 20 72 Oo44
Parrott•s Rock 25 t 16 76 o.4o
Drummond Ground 25 12 16 ,2 o.sz
Smoky Point 25 4 28 68 0.40
Morattico 25 8 8 84 0.32
Potomac River 
Coan River 31 Oct 25 4 96 0.04 
Yeocomico River 31 Oct 25 100 o.oo
Ragged Point 31 Oct 25 100 o.oo
Bayside of Eastern Shore 
Cherrystone Creek 15 Oct 25 8 20 72 0.44 
The Gulf 16 Oct 25 4 20 76 o. 32
Hungar 1 s Creek 16 Oct ZS 19 31 so o. 88
Occohannock Creek 15 Oct 25 4 12 
84 o .. 24
Messongo Creek 15 Oct 25 8 zo 72 o.44
Table II. Annual variations in the activity oi Dermocystidium 
expressed as percentages of infections in live oysters. 
Station 
Hoghouse 
Gloucester 
Point 
Hampton 
Bar 
Each year six consecutive monthly samples of 2.5 
oysters were taken from three stations begin.-·· 
ning in J'une and ending in November 
Year No. of Inteasity of infection i»: peT cent 
oysters 
tested Heavy Moderate Light Negative 
1953 146 1 5 16 78 
1954 150 l 9 ZS 64 
1955 150 1 7 Z6 65 
1956 150 1 7 13 80 
1953 100 z 17 39 42 
1954 150 4 26 32 38 
1955 150 l 21 41 37 
1956 150 1 10 21 68 
1953 125 z 11 37 50 
1954 150 5 16 28 51 
1955 150 3 11 Z9 57 
1956 150 0 9 19 72 
Per cent 
infected 
zz 
36 
35 
io 
ss1
62 
63 
32 
so1
49 
43 
28 
These :figures a.re too high because some early season samples are missing. 
